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ABSTRACT

This suidy elaborates upon phases in the social process that culminate
in a civil disorder, applizs the most recent data produced by social scientists
and law enforcement personnel to this framework, determines key problem
areas in maintaining law and order during each phase, and indicates within
this framework any approaches that could provide effective countermeasures.
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FOREWORD

Episodes of riot, revolt, and insurrection have punctuated the history of the United States.
Yet, not since the time of the Civil War has our country experienced such widespread and in-
tense turbulence as it has during the present decade.!

Hostile sutbursts have occurred throughout the country, even in communities that are
noted for progressive policies and modern governmental institutions.2 In accounting for the
seemingly random and unpredictable occurrence of collective disorder, various theoretical
and popular explanations have been advanced: criminai subcultures; militant youth; Hobbesian
man; subversive manipulation and agitation; frustration and aggression; relative deprivation
and heightened aspirations; limited communication channels; racial polarization; conspiracy;
external war; the world Socialist struggle; and the progress of social movements.3 Although
there is insufficient information to evaluate scientifically the mcrits of these explanations,
there is enough information to permit a plausible reconstruction of the social dynamics under-
lying civil disorders.4

Preventing civil disorders is a complex problem that faces national and local government.
While significant advances have bsen made in improving the techniques of mob and rio* control,
greater challenges lie ahead. The most advanced thinking in the social and pure sciences must
be applied to the problems of developing a systematic framework for identifying the social
processes that lead to civil disorders and, within this framework, more sophisticated counter-
measures must be devised. Although additional investigation will be required at the hostile
phase, greater attention must be focused upon the opportunities for extinguishing antisocial
behavior at the earlier phases.5 Some students of colieciive behavior even suggest that. once
rioting attains a certain momentum, riot control forces can do little more than contain the
spread of violence.6 In addition to the interrelationship betwcen the internal security forces
and the dissidents, more systematic study is required concerning ways in which the climate
of opinion in the general community can affect the actions of the control forces and of potential
rioters. Another critical area of investigation involves determining how modern technological
devices such as chemical barriers and nonlethal weapons can contribute to the effectiveness of
riot control forces.

This report will: (1) elaborate upon a system of phases with which to study the social proc-
esses that culminate in a civil disorder; (2) apply the most recent data produced by social
scientists and law enforcement personnel to this framework; (3) determine key problem areas
involved in maintaining law and order at each phase; and (4) indicate within this framework
any approaches that might lead to more fruitful countermeasures.

This study will focus upon the disorders that have occurred in the Negro ghettos. The
terms hostile outbursts, civil disturbances, and riots will be used interchangeably to dcscribe
this phenomenon. In the broad sense, these terms describe incidents involving crowd behavior
during which damage is inflicted upon persons and property in defiance of civil authority. Re
fining this definition to account for the racial overtones of ghetto incidents, these disturbances
are characterized by: (1) a polarization of aggressive individuals into groups on thc basis of
race; (2) a hostile belief system held by members of a race that ascribcs the source of social
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problems to the other race; (3) the direction of aggression toward individuals and properties
that represent the other race.” This definition encompasses disorders that range from a2mall-
scale disturbances during which little damage occurs to violent outbursts of the intensity that
occurred i Watts, Hough. and Detroit. 1t excludes, however, instances of interracial conflict,
such as fisticuffs between black and white students, if a protesting crowd bound by race does
not form.t PParameters are not set on the scale of violence by this definition. Nevertheless,
it stops short of describing riots in terms of insurrection and rebellion. Civil disorders,
however, may be a preliminary to the latter.

Although this paper examines the dynamics of collective outbursts that have been occur-
ring in our urban areas, it should he remembered that the violence in the cities is an adjunct
of a larger social movement within the country. The growth of rightist and leftist extremist
groups on ideological as well as racial grounds indicates the breadth of the movement. Al-
though more sophisticated and humane devices and techniques are required to prevent viola-
tions of the law by individuals or groups, primary attention must be directed toward curing
the psvchological and social ills that cngender the deep division within our scciety.

In advancing the preparation of this study, the author greatfully acknowledges the advice
and assistance of Adrian Jones, whose forthcoming publication, "Characteristics of Civil
Disturbances' (Center for Research in Social Systems), promises to increase our understand-
ing of urban violence. Naturally, the author assumes full responsibility for the interpretations
and conclusions in this research task.

This document was prepared in response to a request made by the U.S. Army Limited
War Laboratory, Aberdeen Proving Ground, Maryland. By delineating the social dynamics of
recent rioting in the urban ghettos, this report is expecied to provide engineers with a wider
perspective through which to judge the applicability of riot~control techniques and weapons
already being researched and developed, and to indicate new concepts and proposals as well.
Only unclassified sources have beer used in preparing this document.

Acknowledgment is made to the following for permission to quote from copyrighted
material:

The Macmillon Company. for Neil J. Smelser, Theory oif Collective Behavior, 1963;
Institute for Defense Analyses, for Joseph F. Coates, Nonlethal Weapons for Use by U.S. Law
Enforcement Officers (S-271), November 1967; Charles C. Thomas, Publisher, for Raymond M.
Momboisse, Riots, Revolts and Insurrections, 1967; The Society for the Study of Social Prob-
lems, for Anthony Obcrschall, "The Los Angeles Riot of August 1965, " Winter 1968.
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I. INTRODUCTION

COMMUNITY CONTEXT
There is no typical disorder in terms of intensity of violence and extensiveness of damage.!
Notwithstanding the extreme disorders that occurred in Harlem, Watts, Hough, and Detrolt,
the majority of civil disturbances are of short duration, involve small numbers of participants,
and result in few arrests and little property damage.?
Which factors account for differences in the intensity and magnitude of civll disorders?
In the community ¢ ontext, the interactions of the following elements shape the course and char-
acter of a civil disorder:3
(1) militants
(2) potential rioters

(3) the internal security forces

(4) the general population of the community

Militant Leaders

Despite extremist rhetoric, few black militants seriously counscl overthrowing the exlst-
ing institutions of government. Some have become militant leaders because of the deslre to
achieve status and prestige within the community. Others have become mllitants because of
their desire to play an active role in securing reforms wlithin the social system that would
benefit the black community. The third group consists of a numerlcally small, although grow-
ing, group of militants that operates in terms of a subverslve belief system.4 Aside from the
latter group, frequently it is possible for authorities to cooperate with militants in preventing
civil disorders. Since the leaders of traditional civil rights groups have lost conslderable in-
fluence with the youth of the ghetto, the militants are particularly important sources of infor-
mation on the temper of youth in the ghetto. 5

Regardless of the varying motivations, it is undeniable that the black militant leaders have
contributed to a mood of acceptance and expcctation of violence. At ralllés and protest meet-
ings, they have hcightened and focused hostility toward "whitey'' in general and the white mer-
chants and police in particuiar.é¢ By pinpointing blame upon these groups and by the continual
repetition of phrascs and slogans indicative of Negro desires, they have conditioned potentlally
riotous elements to respond emotionally to events under coaditlon of stress.?

Although most militants have confined their activities to rallies and protest meetings,
some have played a role during the period when a civil disorder seems imminent and durlng
the riot itself.8 Just prior to the disturbance, militants may harangue a crowd into hostile
action or serve as a model for subsequent crowd behavior through violations of the law.
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Luring the disorder itself, some militants may attempt to maintain thc emotional pitch of the
rioters at a high level through verbal ercouragement or iirough committing acts of violence
ineluding arson and even sniping. They may operate in the midst of mob activity or on the
edge of the riot scene where they are less likely to be detected by control forces. ?

A subject oi great concern to the authorities is whether the disorders have been planned
by black militants or others. Although some disorders are suspected of having been pre-
viously planned, the prevailing view among social scientists and operational personnel is that
most riots have erupted spontaneously as a result of a fortuitous chain of circumstances. 19
Once riots have erupted, however, it seems that militants have assumed a degree of leader-
ship over the course and direction of the vioience. 1!

Potential Rioters

Only a minority of black ghetto residents participates in or approves of civil disorders.
Most Negroes turn to the established social structure rather than to revolutionary leaders for
solutions to their probiems. 1 Control forces must avoid any repetition of Watts, where, in
the heat of cenflict, virtually all Negroes in the riot area were treated as lawbreakers.!3 In-
discriminate treatment of Negroes by the internal security forces serves the aims of rcvolu-
tionari{evs who desire to deepen the divisions between blacks and whites. 14

Among potential rioters there are distinguishing levels of commmitment and motivation.
Elements within the community that have the lowest internalization of norms are the real acti-
vists in civil disorders and are the first oncs onto the streets at a sign of impending violence.
Included among the activists are black militant leaders, juvenile gang members, and various
kinds of troublemakers. 15 Activists are motivated more by ideological reasons than by profit-
making considerations. Another element that goes quickly into the streets are theft groups.
Motivated completely by mundane considerations, they hope to use the riot turmoil as a cover
fcr their deviant behuavior. 16

If the eontrol forces are unable to reestablish law and order, more timid individua:s will
join the rioting. In contrast to the activists who sometimes register their protests against
sociaty in a riot by sniping and arson, this group is primarily interestcd in material goods that
signify status and pasition in American society. 17 Compared with the activists, the partici-
pants of this group are usually older, have a more stable cmployment history, and have a
higher proportion of 'vc.men, frequently welfare mothers, in their ranks. 18

General Community

The general community includes the law-abiding black and white citizens of the city. The
public-spiritedness of the citizenry may decrease the chances of a large-scale civil disorder. !*
If the citizenry demonstratc in word and deed the desire to help the more unfortunate members
of the community, and if the community fully siipports the police in the maintenance of law and
order ard demands modern arrcst and courtroom procedures, then there is less likelihood of
a disorder. On the other hand, if the citizenry tacitly condone violence as a form of protest,
through inaetion or indiffcrence, then violence is likely to occur despite whatever progressive
policies are erunciated by the a’ihorities at city hall. 20

The attitudes and behavior of thc general community can also affect the scale of violence
during the course of a civil disorder. For moral, political, or other reasons, intcrest groups
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mav exert pressure on the autnorities of a nature that causes the police to underreact and that
delavs the arrival of outside assistance.?! In Watts, for example, the application of halfway
measures led to an intensification of conflict, and the riot ended only after great loss of life
and property.2?

Control Forces

The civilian police, the National Guard, and federal troops constitute the internal security
forces. The civilian police are the first line of defense in the prevention and control of civil
disorders. Because of the weaknesses of other institutions of social control, responsible
police measures are crucial in the high-crime ghetto areas where civil disorders are most
likely to eccur.23 It has beon suggested, however, that the police are not adequately discharg-
ing their responsibilities in these areas. 24

Newspapers daily highlight the friction between ghettoites and the police. The Kerner re-
port tells us that many Negroes think of the police as symbols of white racism and white re-
pression. 29 Because of the sirong feelings the police arouse, it has been suggested that they
may function as stimuli automatically eliciting aggression from angry Negroes.2 On this
basis, some students of law enforcement expiain the numerous civil disorders that have fol-
lowed arrests and shootings by the police. 27 Some police chiefs have becom= so sensitive to
the relationship between police actions and the outbreak of civil disorders that they underre-
act in committing their forces when a riot seems imminent. 28

In response to widespread criticism, the authorities have introduced reforms in the police
departments. Community relations boards have been established and greater emphasis has
been placed upon recruiting Negroes into the police force. 23 Police departments also are ex-
ploring ways in which nonlethal weapons can be utilized, although their effort in this field is
just beginning. 30 Despite these innovations, however, the police departments are unlikely to
improve significantly until the citizenry demand higher standards for the recruitment of offi-
cers and improvements in police practices and techniques. 3!

When the local police force is no longer able to maintain control over a civil disturbance,
the governor of the state may mobilize the National Guard or even request the assistance of
federal troops. It has been said that paramilitary forces are beiter suited than the local po-
lice for riot control operations. As outsiders, the argument goes, paramilitary forces are
not involver in local issues and, therefore, do not elicit from angry Negroes the bitterness
dispiayed toward the police. 32 Whatever the validity of this argument, there are many prob-
lems that are associated with the callup of paramilitary forces: the time required for the
alert, mobilization, and dispatch of forres usually requires several hours; paramilitary forces,
particularly the Guard, have only recently begun to receive practice in the small unit tactics
required for effective riot control; and the weapoury presently available to paramilitary forces
limits adequate flexibility of response. These and other control problems will be considered
in more detail in subsequent portions of this paper.

EVOLUTION OF RIOTING

The complex interaction among the various segments of society determines the form that
conflict will assume. Dep.:nding upon the values of the general communrity, the belief system
of dissldent groups, and the posture of control forces, discontent may be quiescent, assume
the form of a rict, or develop into a subversive underground movement. There are various
phases into which social conflict may develop.
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Premobilization Phase

This phase encompasses the period of time when eleavages oceur in a soeiety as a result
of the growth of beliefs that are hostile to the established order. Cleavages arising from hos-
tile beliefs may have an embryonie period of a few vears or several seores of vears. A dis-
tingulshing feature of this phase is the emergence of militant leaders and of dissiden: groups.
The leaders focus the generalized hostile beliefs of the dissident groups onto speeific and
highly isible targets, sueh as the police and white merehants, and suggest to their audiences
ways to resolve thelr problems. 33 In this way, strains are built into the soeial situation and
are ready to be eombined with other eonditions that may result in some form of eollective vio-
lence. 34 Other eonditions that are neeessary for a situation of eolleetive violenee include: a
deterioration of respect for law and order in the general eommunity; the emergenee among
the dissidents of a quasi-politieal ideology that sanetions violenee as a legitimate form of pro-
test; and the inability of the police to prevent opportunities for violence. 3 When these and
other eonditions exist, an incident that generates strong emotional arousal may ereaie a pre-
dispositlon to impulsive and aggressive violent behavior. 36

Mobilization Phase

If ehannels through which to register diseontent are available, the mobilization phase may
occur. During a riot, the mobilization phase is the period of time when erowds form as a re-
sult of a precipitating incident that sharpens and foeuses the hostility of the aggrieved popula-
tion. The crowd phase may last a few hours or even a few days. 3 During a preinsurgent per-
iod, by way of contrast, this phase is marked by the formation of conspiratorial groups, the
infiltration of organizations, and the perpetration of initial acts of terrorism. 3

It is difficult to predlct when an incident will lead to the formation of an acting crowd.
Emotion-laden events occur ragularly in the tense atmosphere of the ghetto and crowds gather
quickly. Even when an aggressive crowd does form as a result of an incident, it may be small
in number. Potential rioters, for one reason or another, may be disinclined to join a pro-
testing crowd. Furthermore, the New Brunswiek, New Jersey, 1967 example demonstrates
how a large, protesting crowc ean be pacified and dispersed through persuasion.3% Since mis-
handling crewds can trigger a riot, the authorities must eorreetly determine whether the crowd
is going to be orderly and, if not, assess whether it will inerease tc the size where additional
assistance is required. 40

Hostile Outburst Phase

The hostile outburst pnase is the period of time when groups of individuals commit serious
breaches of peace. Riots may vary widely in terms of intensity of violence and extensiveness
of destruction. Moreover, they rray last for a few hours or for a period of days. 4! it seems
that some of the riots that lasted 2 number of days could have been contained if the control
authorities had responded with sufficient force at the mobilization phase.

A major problem facing the control forces at the hostile outburst phase is to distinguish
between lawbreakers and innocent people in the riot area. Virtually every major riot has had
its toll of innocent people who were wounded and killed because of curiosity or chance. 42 The
introduction of more advanced nonlethal weapons can provide riot control forces with a
greater flexibility of response and, at the same time, lead to a reduetion in the toll of
casualties.




Posthostile Outburst Phase

This phase begins when the control forces have ended collective violence. It is the time
when rioting has ceased but precautionary measures are still in effect and when court action
is initiated against those arrested. 43 In a wider context, however, it is the time when all seg-
ments of the community begin to assess the full consequence of the violence. Unless the gen-
eral community ins?sts upon the elimination of the conditions conducive to the eruptica of col-
lective disorder, civil disorders will continue to occur and could even become an underground
movemsent. #
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II. PHASES OF CIVIL DISORDER

PREMOBILIZATION PHASE

Traditionally, periods of rapid social transformation have becn marked by episodes of
rlot and revolution.! How does social change engender structural disorganization” Peoplc
internalize a large number of mcanings ard values to which they adhcre. A szhared system of
atlitudes and beliefs enables people of various circumstances to act togcther ir- an organized
manner. As long as individuals accept tzeir roles and conforra to the behavior expected of
them, little conflict occurs. When a large segmeant of socicty no longe = accepts the traditional
rules and Ideas, however, the accommodative structurc breaks down and struciurai disorgani-
zation becomes pronounced. ?

Conditions of Collective Behavior

Differential internalization of meanings and values does not neccssarily lcad to colicctive
behavior. Obstacles to violent outbursts may exist in the forms of suppression, diversions,
concessions, and lack of facilities for disorder. In developing a theory to account for the
origin and character of hostile outbursts, the following overlapping conditions must be con-
sidercd in the soclal sltuation.3

First, the dissidents must perceive that a crisis exists and must assign responsibility for
the crisis to an agency, group, or individual. The police, white merchants, the "power struc-
ture,” and "whitey" in general are assigned the responsibility for social problems such as
poor schools, shoddy merchandise, unemployment and underemployvment, substandard iiving
conditions, and racial discrimination.

Second, associational groups accentuate cleavages within the larger community by rein-
forclng through verbal interaction a hostile system of attitudes and beliefs. Through group
activities, dissidents experience a great sense of exhilaration in learning that there arc large
numbers of like-minded people in the community. Black power groups have been particularly
active in widening the division by agitation that provides counternorm sanctions.

Third, the dissidents must believe that thc existing institutional mechanisms are irade-
quate to solve their problems. Many Negro ghettoites, for example, have little faith in the in-
stltutlonal mechanisms for lodging a complaint against policc officers, for improving their
housing conditions, schools, and so forth.

Fourth, potential riotcrs must be able to communicatc and get in closc contact with one
another. Person-to-person interaction and other forms of communication enable the spread
of rumors that accompany hostile outbursts. Also, ecological and weather conditions help ac-
count for the location, timing, magnitude, and form of civil disorders. Warm wcather, for
example, drives p2ople from thelr tenements to seek rclief in the strects and parts. When
large numbers of irritable people are congregated, the probability that an incident will trigger
a rlot is incrcased, The spatial distribution of alienated people also accounts for differcnces
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in the form and character ol hostile outbursts. Areas of low density population are less
likelv to become sites of large-scale disorders than crowded neighborhoods.

A fifth basic condition for a disorder is the expectation that violence will be rewarded in
soine mianner. Many aggrieved ghettoites contend that the city administrators llsten atten-
tivelv to their problems only after ithe eruption of violence. To justify this belief, these
Negroes cite the enlargement of national aid local programs to help the disadvantaged follow-
ing the riots

Finaliv, there must be facilities for violence and development among the discontented of
a quasi-political ideology that sanctions collective Zicorder as 2 legitimate ferm of protest.
% hcre are many facets to this phenomenon. The social psycholegist, Neil J. Smelser, main-
tains that periods of hosiile outbursts ure preceded by a weakening of social contro! within
the various institutional mechanisms and agencies. An indifference on the part of the larger
community to crime in the ghettos restricts the ability of the police to maintain law and order,
and tacitly facilitates illegitimate means of protest, including collective violence.

Students of collectiv-: behavior stress the inhiuiting effects of feared retribution on the
expression of aggression. On this subject, Ted Gurr maintains that inhibitions against viola-
tions of norms can be physical, secial, or psychological, the latter being conscience. When-
ever agencies of social control are weak, and :nhibitions are mcrely the result of the presence
or likelihood of severe external sanctions, as is true in high crime areas, then any dimlnution
in th2 probability of punishment increases the probability of aggression.+¢

Ghetto Attitudes

Regardless of how they view riots, most blacks feel that the established soclal system
relegates them to an inferior status. In their minds, the city's politlcal system is gerry-
mandered in a manner to deny them fair representation in the city administration as well as
any meaningful representation in local political processes. They believe that the politlcai
system is linked to the unjust social conditions of their neighborhoods—substandard housing,
inferior scnools, dishonest merchants, and so forth. 5

Inner city residents display particular animorcity toward the police who are seen as the
chief enforcers of the unjust social conditions.§ They complain that the least skilled and self-
disciplined officers are assigned to ghetto duty. Unfamiliar with ghetto problems, the police,
in their view, harass innocent citizens while all>wing juvenile delinquency and organlzed
crime to flourish.? While the majority of ghett: residci.ts see solutions in terms of reforms
in police practices, certain militants have urged the removal of the police, vowing a war
against them. 8

In sum, these social problems have engendered among a segment of the black community
anger and disenchantment with the sc-called 'normal channels” for rectifying injustices. 9

The dissident members of the Negro community have manifested their anger ir different
ways. For the yvoung, anger has taken the character of a ""deep cynicism, a revolutionary
fever, and among too many an alarmire hatred for whites.' 10 For the elderly, anger may be
expressed in terms of a complete willingness to loot should the opportunity arise. tt




Riot Prore Communities

Given the growth of hostile belief systems among ccrtain segments of the Negro com-
raunity, the social seientist sometimes is asked to predict which towns and cities at a given
period will experience civil disorders. Because of the numerous variables involved, it is
not possible to predict, in absolute terms, the time, thc form, 2nd the magnitude of a civil
dgisturbance. Little more can be done than to estimate the probability of a civil disorder in
terms of the previnusly outlined eonditions for ccllective behavior. When this is dose, it is
found that the probability of collective behavior is greater in some inner city areas than in
others, but there arz present in all ghettos conditions that can lead to collective violence. 12

Indic:.tors of Riot Virus

Although few cities appear to be immune to the riot virus, usually hostile outbursts do
not occur without some prior indications. Law enforcement officers who understai.d the basis
of human behavior that leads to civil disturbance will recognize the followirg signs as indi-
eators of mounting ghetto iensicns: a deterioration in police-community relations, including
the occurrence of tension-heightening incidents that invclve the police and neighborhood resi-
dents; rumors of a particularly threatening form; increased signs of racial friction in the
schools; a dramatic rise in the crime level, including mysierious thefts of arms ard ammu-
nition; an increase in the size and number of demagogic groups and individuals; the appear-
ance of handbills and other communication devices urging violence; a more casual use of
hostile siogans and phrases by residents of the neighborhood; the appearance of a campaign
of arson and personal threat that is designed to intimidate white merchants; and incidents of
sniping against police.

MOBILIZATION PHASE

The mobilization phase includes the period of time between the precipitating incident and
the formation of an angry crowd. During the 1965 Watts riot the mobilization phase was com -
pressed into a few hours,13 whereas, there was a lapse of about two days between the prccipi-
tating incident and the eruption of rioting during the 1964 Harlem disorder. 14 However, police
officers who are familiar with ghetto life know that crowds form regularly when an incident
occurs, that not all crowds are aggressive, and that nnt all aggressive crowds erupt into
violence.

For analytical purposes, the mobilization phase may be subdivided into the following
components:
(1) the precipitating event
(2} the transmission of rumors
(3) crowd formation

(4) "milling" of crowds

Precipitating Incident

Recause of the previously outlired factors, a segment of the black community is suscep-
tible to strong emotionzl arousal ard violent protest. Under these conditions, an emotion-
laden incident may serve as a stimulus to lowering inhibitions and intensifying aggression.15




According to Smelser, a precipitating factor performs the funetions of channeling the "'gen-
eralized beliefs into specific fears, antagonism and hopes. It confirms the existence, sharp-
ens the definition or exaggerates the effect of the conditions of condueiveness, strain and
generalized aggression.” 16 Smelser also asserts that a precipitating factor may operate in
different wavs. A precipitating incident may confirm or vindicate common fear or hatred of
police, merchants, and members of the white race: create an additional deprivation where
burd~nsome conditions already exist: suddenly eliminate an opportunity for peaccful protest;
emphasize a failing that requires an explanation from the person or group that is responsible;
Iead to 2 hor*'e outhurst that will precipitaic ndditional outbursts; or, it may be a rumor that
discloses one of the events cited. 17

Two ooservations about precipitating events are in order. First, although ia virtually
every instance an ineident can be identified as having immediately preeceded the outbreak of a
disorder, more th:n one incident actually preceded the eruption of hostile behavior. On this
subject the Kerner commission concluded:18

We found that violence was generated by an increasingly disturbed social at-
mosphere, in which typically not one, but a series of ineidents oecurred over
a period of weeks or months prior to the outbreak of a disorder. Most eities
had three or 1aere such incidents; Houston had 10 over a 5-month period.
These earlier or prior ineidents were linked in the minds of many Negroes
to the preexisting reservoir of underlying grievanees. With each sueh inei-
dent, frustration and tension grew until at some point a {ina! ineident, often
similar to the ineidents preceding it, occurred and was followed almost im-
mediately by violence.

. . . the prior incidexts and the reservoir of underlying grievanees contribu-
ted to a cumulative proeess of mounting tension that spilled over into violenca
when the final incident oceurred. In this sense the entire chain—the griev-
ances, the series of prior tension—heightening incidents, and the final
incident—was tne "preeipitant' of disorder.

Second, studies of recent civil disorders indieate that the immediate preeipitanis have
been emotionally based and evidently have not been related to the basie social injustices. 19 Al-
though to the outsider these incidents may seem to be minor, or even trivial, and may in the
past have occurred in the same community without evoking violenee, symbolieally they reflect
deeply shared grievances among segments of the ghetto residents. By way of iilustration, a
routine traffic a-rest was the immediate preeipitant of the Watts riot. 20

To illustrate the emotional character of immediate precipitants, Table 1 presents an in-

complete but illustrative listing of precipitants of civil disorders in the United States during
the last fifty vears.

Rumor

For a riot to oecur there must be crowds. For crowds to become aggressive there must
e communication about sorie event that heightens tension and furnishes excuses for hostile
behavior. 2! In addition to the mobilization phase, rumors perform critical funetions at the
premobilization and at the hostile outburst phase. Allport and Postman discern four stages in
the interaction between rumors and violent outbursts. 22 The time immediately preceding an
outbreak of violence is usually characterized by murmurs of unrest that include tales of
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TABLE 1
PRECIPITANTS OF CIVIL DISORDERS

1913-1963*  1964-Mayv 31, 1965*

(N =76) (N=239)
Immediatz Precipitants Percent Percent
Felonious assaults on white women by Negrc men 13 9
Police search, assault, arrest or shooting of Negro men
or women 20 27
Other interracial murder or shooting 15 -4
Interracial rock-throwing or fightinrg (no mention of
lethal weapons) 21 10
Civil liberties, public facilities, segregation, political
events, housing 18 10
Use of Negro strikebreakers, upgrading, or other job-
based conflicts 1
Destruction of American flag by Negroes 1 0
Incendiary speeches by civil rights leaders or black
power milltants 0 2
Immediate precipitant undetermined 5 20
Other (death of civil rights leader, building blown up,
vandals, ambulance failure to respond quickly to Negro
heart attack victim, Halloween prank) 0 26

#Data from Stanley Lieberson and Arnold R. Silverman, "The Precipitants and Under-

lying Conditions of Race Riots,” American Sociological Review, XXX, Ne. 6 (Decembey 19C5),
p. 889.

+ Data from Downes, p. 34.

discrimination, personal affront, and misdeeds that are attributed by one faction to another.
The rumors that are cireulated at this stage are filled with typical antagonism and rancor;
they are very like the common, uncomplimentary tales concerning the unseemly conduct of
Negroes or Jews, greedy employers, or brutal police officers. As the tone of such tales in-
tensifies, however, one is led to suspect a preriot atmosphere. The tales in themselves do
not necessarily lead to violence; they are merely a measure of heightened social unrest and
attest to the fact that unless existing conditions are improved, tensions may erupt into vio-
lence. The records indicate that, during the summer of 1943 when there were several race
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riots and neas riots, the preceding months were filled with Incidents of heightened rumor-
spreading. Whenever such rumors begin to contain specific threats, danger 1s imminent.
During the disturbances in Detroit during 1943, the rumor had been clrculated that iarge
numbers of armed Negroes were going from Chicazo to Detrolt. 23

Frequently. though not always, the immediate cause of a riot is an inflammatory rumor.
Tales of an encounter between a Negro soldier and a white policeman in a hotel lobby in Har-
lem preceded the serious 1943 riot in Harlem. Ia the intense atmosphere of a riot, rumors
spread rapidly; they are characteristically fanatic and are freq-ently hallucinatory. Rumors
of rape, murder, and torture pour forth in a frenzied attempt to justify and encourage further
violence.

Rumors reflect all the facets of a hostile belief system—f{rustratlon, anxiety, aggresslon,

and omnipotence. The precipitating events and the resulting rumors focus these generallzed
aggrcseive beliefs onto specific persons, groups, and events. 24

Crowd Formation

A precipitating incident leads to the convergence of numbers of people at the scene of the
event. Because numbers ¢! people are usually in the vicinity, they hear about the event and
come to investigate. They come for different reasons. In the case of a police arrest, they
may come to demonstrate their sympathy for the culprit. This sympathy may derlve from the
belief that a culprit is innocent or that he is being treated unjustly. Friends and familv may
also accompany the sympathizers.25 Others who hear about the event come because of curi-
osity, and still others happen to arrive at the scene as they pass through the neighborhood.
Criminal elements often ioin the crowd because they can exploit the sltuation for deviant pur-
poses. In addition to supporting individuals, the curious, inopportune bystanders, and criml-
nal elements, there are the activists who sttempt to incite the crowd to violence.26 On the
other hand, some people nome to the scene<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>